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Can integrated conservation and development programs, which com-
bine small-scale commercial enterprises with protected areas or reserves,
provide a bulwark against the overdevelopment of natural resources in
the Pacific? In recent years, international conservation organizations have
established a number of conservation and development projects through-
out Melanesia.1 These projects are intended to counter the proliferation
of logging and mining projects in the region and their damaging environ-
mental consequences.
Despite the promise of integrated conservation and development pro-
grams, a number of unanswered questions are associated with their im-
plementation. One problem is that the small political scale of most Mela-
nesian societies is at odds with conservation objectives requiring areas
large enough to support self-sustaining biological populations. As a result,
most conservation projects incorporate land and resources belonging to
more than one cultural-linguistic group. How do regional histories and
patterns of local interaction affect the implementation of conservation
and development programs that involve several societies? Some critics of
so-called “green development” programs object to the extension of capi-
talist relations of production and development economics into the mar-
gins of the world system (Esteva 1991; Escobar 1995). Other scholars are
concerned that the small scale of such projects may perpetuate under-
development (Howard 1993) or divert attention from the more pressing
need to reform forest management policies of the state (Dove 1993).
Given these concerns, therefore, do integrated conservation and develop-97
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98 the contemporary pacific • spring 1997ment projects represent a viable alternative to large-scale resource extrac-
tion projects?
In this paper, I evaluate the potential benefits of integrated conserva-
tion and development programs for rural communities in Melanesia. I
focus on a project sponsored by Conservation International and the Foun-
dation for the Peoples of the South Pacific in the Lakekamu River Basin in
southeastern Papua New Guinea.2 Like other conservation and develop-
ment programs, a variety of initiatives have been proposed, including eco-
tourism enterprises, the establishment of a field station for biodiversity
research, and a variety of small-scale commercial projects, including the
eventual marketing of non-timber forest products. The project is in the
initial stages of consultation and implementation, and its greatest chal-
lenge is related to the struggles of four local groups to reach agreement on
their respective resource ownership and use rights, as well as the appro-
priate environmental future of the basin. In 1994, I spent several weeks
conducting ethnographic research at the project site, from which the
infor-mation for this paper is primarily drawn.
The Lakekamu River Basin
The Lakekamu River Basin is located at the intersection of Central, Gulf,
and Morobe Provinces in Papua New Guinea (map 1). It covers an area
of approximately 2500 square kilometers, including the upper tributa-
ries of the Lakekamu River, which drains into the Gulf of Papua (Burg
1995, 8).3 The basin is composed of a large, relatively pristine tract of
rainforest, approximately 100 meters above sea level, and surrounded by
hills and mountains. The region was assigned a high priority for biodiver-
sity conservation by a 1992 Conservation Needs Assessment survey of
Papua New Guinea (Swartzendruber 1993).
Although the basin remained largely uninhabited until the twentieth
century, its resources have been regularly exploited by four different cul-
tural-linguistic groups who previously lived on its margins: the Biaru,
who are based in the foothills and mountains to the northeast of the
basin; the Kurija, who migrated into the basin from the mountains to the
east; the Kamea, who live in the foothills and mountains along the north-
ern edge of the basin; and the Kovio, a lowland group who lived along
the southern rim of the basin until the early colonial period. In describing
the region, Filer and Iamo pointed out, “Even by Melanesian standards,
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able, and the demarcation disputes which characterize the relationships
between cultural groups have a long and complex history” (1989, 17).
The majority of the two thousand residents of the Lakekamu River
Basin have settled in a cluster of villages adjacent to the government
center at Kakoro, located in the northern half of the basin (png nso
1991). Founded in 1972, Kakoro has a school, a health center, an office
for a provincial administrator, and a grass airfield. The southern half of
the basin is currently uninhabited, although local populations regularly
visit the area for hunting, fishing, and to cut timber and gather other
forest products.
Local responses to the integrated conservation and development pro-
gram proposed by Conservation International are affected by both histor-
ical and contemporary patterns of regional interaction. Land rights in the
basin are subject to heated and sometimes violent local debate, pro-
foundly affecting what people say about themselves as well as about the
past. Political and economic changes over the last few decades have put
great pressure on “traditional” ways of organizing social relationships
and access to natural resources. This holds true throughout most of
Melanesia, as even seemingly basic concepts such as “landownership” are
the product of interaction between local systems of land tenure and prop-
erty rights on the one hand, and the legal categories and capitalist econ-
omy of the state on the other (Filer nd). The issues summed up by the
rubric of “the politics of culture” (eg, Linnekin 1992), which emphasizes
how political and economic forces shape culture, history, and identity, are
of paramount importance in the Lakekamu Basin. In writing about the
region, Filer and Iamo suggested that “a search to establish the one ‘true’
history of the disputed area is unlikely to provide a simple solution to the
social problem [of protracted territorial disputes] which now exists”
(1989, 31). Other projects that incorporate more than one cultural or
political group are likely to face similar challenges.
The People of the Lakekamu River Basin
Three of the four groups that claim land and resources in the lowland
portion of the Lakekamu River Basin belong to larger social units located
in neighboring highlands or highlands fringe areas. The Biaru are allied
with other Biaru-speaking populations living in Morobe Province, in the
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of the basin had regular exchange relations with the Kovio, who con-
trolled the trade between the coast and the interior; this trade route was
an important conduit for shell valuables central to the exchange econo-
mies of the highlands (see Hughes 1977). Historically, this group of Biaru
traded bird feathers, bark cloth, and arrows to the Kovio in return for
shells, which they traded to the mountain Biaru, from whom they
acquired pigs and quarried stone adze blades. Shells played a major role
in the Biaru economy, for they were used “like money” in marriage
exchange.
The Kurija claim the southeastern portion of the Lakekamu River
Basin. They are members of the Kunimaipa, who live near the headwaters
of the Kunimaipa River, in the mountains of the Goilala subdistrict of
Central Province, east of the basin (McArthur 1971; see also Hallpike
1977). The Kurija also used to participate in the shell trade between the
coast and the interior. They gave bows and arrows, dog teeth, and
tobacco to the Kovio in return for shells, which increased in value with
their distance from the coast, making them a precious commodity in the
interior.
Most of the Kamea who claim land in the lowland portion of the basin
still live in the hills and mountains to the north. They are one of many
Angan-speaking groups located throughout the eastern portion of Papua
New Guinea’s central mountain range, spanning Morobe, Gulf, and East-
ern Highlands Provinces (Bamford nd). In the past, the Kamea living in
the northern foothills regularly exploited the resources of the basin, trad-
ing lowland forest products to Kamea living at higher altitudes. Unlike
their neighbors in the basin, the Kamea’s system of exchange had no role
for shells and dog teeth; bridewealth took the form of gifts of smoked
game and garden produce (Filer and Iamo 1989, 54).
Given that the Kamea did not exchange shells, they had no need to par-
ticipate in the regional economy to the south. Prior to the colonial era,
they had no trade relations with any of the groups now living in the
Lakekamu River Basin. In the past, the Kamea carried out raids against
Biaru settlements (Filer and Iamo 1989, 31), and the Kovio also recall
violent confrontations with the Kamea. Apparently the combative reputa-
tion of the Kamea kept their neighbors at bay.
The territorial claims of the Biaru and the Kamea overlap considerably,
although in the past both groups probably made intermittent use of the
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the contested area, for the Kamea maintained their residence in the foot-
hills and mountains, while raids from the Kamea put pressure on the
Biaru to locate their settlements a safe distance to the east.
The Kovio are the only lowland group living in the Lakekamu River
Basin. They have allies among several groups along the Gulf Coast,
including the Mekeo,4 who speak a closely related language (Brown 1973,
284). The Kovio commonly intermarry with the Mekeo, providing them
with important access to resources outside the basin, as well as valuable
wantok relations and regional connections. This broad social network is
particularly important given that the Kovio population numbers less than
five hundred (png nso 1991).
The Kovio lived in the southern portion of the Lakekamu River Basin
along the lower Kunimaipa River until the 1950s, when they moved to
the western edge of the basin near the junction of the Lakekamu and
Kunimaipa Rivers. Their present location on the Lakekamu River enables
them to travel more easily to the towns and cities along Papua New
Guinea’s Gulf Coast, where their ties to the Mekeo have been politically
advantageous. In the past, Kovio control of the shell trade gave them
power over their neighbors. Their sweeping claims to much of the land
and resources in the basin are related to both their place in the precontact
political landscape and their contemporary access to power in the provin-
cial capital of Kerema.
Development Options
Economic opportunities for the inhabitants of the Lakekamu River Basin
are limited. The climate and soil conditions are well suited to agriculture,
but there is no efficient means of transporting produce from the basin.
Travel by river to the coast and thence to Port Moresby by road is cur-
rently the best route available, although it is relatively expensive, disorga-
nized, and potentially dangerous because of robberies along the road.
Consequently, although coffee and cocoa have been planted throughout
the area, harvests have been minimal (Filer and Iamo 1989, 51).
A small market held twice weekly in Kakoro sells primarily to gov-
ernment personnel. Peanuts and betelnut are sold in urban markets in
Kerema and Port Moresby, along with seasonal forest products, meat
from wild pigs, crocodile skins, and bird feathers. A few residents of the
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larvae to an insect-marketing program run by the Wau Ecology Institute
(Orsak 1991).5 Some of the Kamea, Kurija, and Biaru are involved in
small-scale alluvial mining in the creeks that run through the hills north-
east of Kakoro (Filer and Iamo 1989, 30). Inhabitants of several of the
settlements or “camps” located to the north of Kakoro migrated to the
area in order to pan for gold. In the late 1980s, the attempt to dredge for
gold on a larger scale led to fighting between residents of the basin, as
well as some of their allies from neighboring societies, over land claims.
The dispute has been turned over to the local court system for settlement,
where it still awaits resolution, although small-scale mining continues
relatively unabated.
More substantial gold reserves have been located near the Olipai River,
a western tributary of the Lakekamu River. A baseline planning study for
the Lakekamu Gold Project was carried out by Filer and Iamo in 1989.
Their report describes operations supporting a single, large dredge cap-
able of processing several million cubic meters of material a year during
the estimated five-to-fifteen-year lifespan of the ore (1989, 5–7). Given its
relatively small scale, Filer and Iamo predicted that the project would
have “very limited impact on the natural environment” (1989, 15;
emphasis in original). If the project is implemented, it will generate
modest local employment and business opportunities, including contracts
to supply food to workers. With regular barge service from Port Moresby
along the Lakekamu River and the construction of a new airstrip, the
project would also facilitate the transportation of goods and produce to
urban markets (Filer and Iamo 1989, 5–6). To date, however, the project
remains in the planning phase, in part because of territorial disputes in-
volving land claims by the Moveave, who live along the Gulf Coast. Sev-
eral private mining companies continue to prospect for other ore deposits
in the mountains to the north of the Lakekamu River Basin (Makamet
and Sengo 1996).
Timber is another potentially valuable resource. The government has
not yet granted any logging concessions in the basin, although a proposed
timber project in Gulf Province would encompass the southwest corner of
the basin (Werner 1995). Several Malaysian timber companies have ex-
pressed interest in obtaining logging rights for much of the remainder of
the basin (Beehler 1995). Logging in the basin is economically attractive
because of its large stands of primary forest and its relative accessibility.
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Moresby, and felled timber could be floated south to the coast via the
Lakekamu River. Logging might also be introduced into the area indi-
rectly, by establishing a large oil-palm plantation organized into a series
of smallholdings, although local resource owners have already vetoed one
such proposal (Makamet and Sengo 1996).
As the articles in this volume suggest, however, from an environmental
standpoint, logging is a high-risk endeavor that is likely to compromise
natural resources that are essential to local subsistence practices, includ-
ing hunting and the harvesting of forest products (De’Ath 1980). It would
also jeopardize land needed for the eventual expansion of settlements and
gardens, and, as a consequence of resultant erosion, could have substan-
tial negative impact on waterways downstream (Hviding 1992). Further-
more, the economic benefits provided by logging rarely match local
expectations, particularly when rural areas lack the infrastructure neces-
sary to productively absorb cash payments (Burton 1994). A substantially
degraded environment would greatly limit the options of the people living
in the basin and would probably increase their dependence on outside
agencies. In 1994, resource owners were divided about the prospect of
logging in the Lakekamu River Basin.
Development initiatives sponsored by Conservation International re-
main largely in the planning stage because of the need for basin residents
to sort out disputes over resource ownership and use (Werner 1996). Sev-
eral ecotourism projects have been proposed, including the construction
of a bushwalk (hiking trail) through the mountains from Wau along the
World-War-II-era Bulldog Trail, a lodge for tourists interested in bird-
watching and other naturalist activities, and a biodiversity research center
that would attract scientists from abroad and train Papua New Guinea
students in biology and conservation (Burg 1995, 10). As a component of
integrated conservation and development projects, ecotourism projects
have a mixed record in Melanesia. A similar project in the Crater Moun-
tain Wildlife Management Area, Eastern Highlands Province, has not
been successful, because of the high cost of transport to the site, declining
tourism throughout Papua New Guinea in general, and management dif-
ficulties (Pearl 1994). The project at Lakekamu may be able to overcome
some of these problems by focusing on expatriate residents of Papua New
Guinea as clientele, and because of the attraction of the area’s historical
significance.
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conservation and development, in which communities are provided with
financial incentives to protect natural resources. The income generated by
the projects is intended to substitute for revenue that might otherwise be
obtained from resource extraction projects. Such programs build pri-
marily on the experience of international conservation organizations in
Africa that seek to protect wildlife from pastoralists and poachers (eg,
Western 1984).
Conservation International also has plans to harvest and sell non-
timber forest products from the Lakekamu River Basin. The “rain forest
marketing” model of conservation and development was formulated pri-
marily among forest peoples in the Amazon Basin, although there are
numerous commercial precedents from Southeast Asia and Africa (Nep-
stad and Schwartzman 1992). Such projects are intended to provide an
economic rationale for forest conservation by developing ways to profit
from sustainable use of forest products. They may also strengthen local
land claims by helping communities to demonstrate their productive
stewardship of the forest and its resources.
Integrated conservation and development programs have only recently
been introduced into the region. They are likely to progress slowly, for
collective decision-making and community discussions about long-term
patterns of resource use are time-consuming processes. Yet, there are clear
signs that such programs have been well received in many communities.
In several cases, offers from logging companies have been rejected in
favor of participation in integrated conservation and development projects.
On Makira Island in the Solomons, a program cosponsored by Conserva-
tion International, which includes a ngali nut oil project, an ecotourism
initiative, and ongoing research to determine sustainable rates of pigeon-
hunting on the island, apparently inspired villagers to reject an offer to
purchase their timber from a Malaysian logging firm (Conservation Inter-
national 1995; Lees 1995). The Bahinemo of the upper Sepik River region
of Papua New Guinea have asked the World Wide Fund for Nature
(wwf) for help in managing their natural resources and in establishing a
conservation area in order to keep loggers out of the Hunstein Mountain
Range (Chatterton 1996). The Lak of New Ireland have sought to cancel
a contract with a timber company that has already wreaked havoc on
their forests, rivers, and marine resources, opting instead to participate in
a program that will be jointly managed by the Papua New Guinea De-
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Development Program (Barry 1995).
Local Histories and Regional Planning
In the Lakekamu River Basin, attitudes toward development vary within
local groups, as well as between them. Regardless of their opinions about
logging and mining, most of the people living in the basin would welcome
the chance to participate in small-scale income-generating ventures that
are consonant with village residence. Other people, and several vocal
leaders in particular, expressed concern about the effect of such projects
on their future economic plans. Few of the villagers with whom I spoke
referred to “conservation” as a goal in the abstract, although the practical
value of protecting their forests and wildlife was recognized by many.
Nonetheless, the geographic position, access to natural resources, and
political power of each group strongly affect their attitudes toward the
planning and implementation of integrated conservation and develop-
ment initiatives.
The Biaru and the Kamea have responded positively toward plans to
establish ecotourism projects in the northern portion of the Lakekamu
River Basin. The major concern of the Biaru is that they continue to enjoy
unimpeded access to their smallholder mining operations in the hills and
mountains northeast of Kakoro. Most of the Kamea are “absentee land-
owners” with respect to their claims on the lowland portion of the basin,
as they still reside primarily in the villages located in the foothills to the
north. The Kamea village adjacent to the government center at Kakoro is
largely inhabited by migrants and refugees who have been given land in
return for representing Kamea interests in local affairs. Their geographic
position on the northern fringe of the basin likely influences their views
on exploiting its timber: some of the Kamea with whom I spoke indicated
their willingness to allow logging in the basin, while others are apparently
participants in a landowner corporation organized to develop the re-
sources of the basin.
Of the four groups, the Kurija expressed the strongest reservations
about the potential negative impact of large-scale development projects in
the basin. They are opposed to large mining and logging projects because
of their effects on the natural environment, including wildlife and the local
river system. They also expressed concern that workers affiliated with
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ties. Cut off from their political allies in the mountains to the east, and
relatively unsuccessful in ventures into the nearby urban centers of Port
Moresby and Kerema, the Kurija regard subsistence agriculture and hunt-
ing as an integral part of their future, and recognize the need to protect
the resources of the basin. They tend to be outspoken supporters of the
small-scale development programs proposed by Conservation Interna-
tional. In addition, by presenting themselves as responsible guardians of
the vulnerable southern quadrant of the Lakekamu River Basin, they
hope to gain support from Conservation International in their disputes
with the Kovio over resource ownership.
The Kovio response to the initiatives sponsored by Conservation Inter-
national has been somewhat different. They are “more fully integrated
into the cash economy” than their neighbors (Filer and Iamo 1989, 54).
In general, they speak favorably about business development and have
organized themselves into a landowner corporation in order to take ad-
vantage of the economic potential of the basin, including the exploitation
of timber and gold. They have been successful in recruiting some of their
neighbors to join this organization as well. According to one Kovio polit-
ical leader, the goal in these undertakings is to raise the capital necessary
for greater participation in the national economy of Papua New Guinea
(Mangabe 1994). The Kovio make broad claims to much of the territory
throughout the Lakekamu River Basin and, in a recapitulation of histori-
cal patterns of exchange and interaction, they consider the economic
agenda of the basin theirs to dominate.
Not surprisingly, the Kovio have thus far resisted attempts to divide the
resources of the basin among the four groups who lay claim to them, or
to have all of the resource-owning groups participate as equals in discus-
sions about the future of the basin. Their leaders, many of whom are
based in the provincial capital, are wary of initiatives that might deprive
them of their personal business development interests (Mangabe 1994).
Perched on the edge of the Lakekamu River Basin, and oriented toward
opportunities available only at the national level, many of the Kovio view
the resources of the Lakekamu River Basin as the means to create new
roles for themselves in the rapidly expanding national economy.
Although it is too early to ascertain whether or not Conservation Inter-
national will be successful in implementing its plans for an integrated
conservation and development program in the Lakekamu River Basin,
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source claims and conflicting political and economic agendas have com-
plicated even their efforts to maintain a physical presence in the basin.
For example, the Kovio have refused to allow Conservation International
to establish a biodiversity research facility in the disputed southern terri-
tory of the basin, despite an invitation from the Kurija to do so. As a
result, the two permanent project officers for Conservation International
are currently based in Kamea territory, in the foothills to the north.
Even if compromises regarding resource ownership and use can be
reached, Conservation International must still mediate debates about
what constitutes appropriate use of the natural resources in the basin.
Local opinions about the environment and development possibilities are
affected by regional histories as well as political and economic resources.
Ultimately the project is most likely to succeed if it can expand the range
of economic options available to the people of the Lakekamu Basin, while
contributing to local knowledge about the long-term environmental con-
sequences of different types of development.
Overview and Assessment
A common and serious criticism of integrated conservation and develop-
ment projects is that they exploit rural communities by making their
labor and resources available on the world market (Escobar 1995). The
task of cataloguing regional biodiversity and identifying projects with
commercial potential might be seen as the “colonization” of the natural
world. Nature is transformed into commodities, the value of which is
determined by external market forces rather than local use and exchange.
This process also poses the danger of symbolic violence to local cosmolo-
gies and systems of classification as the natural world is remapped into
western discourses of science and development.
Conversely, it has also been suggested that small-scale development
projects are of limited value because they are economically marginal, and
that the “butterfly farming” approach to rural development prevents
indigenous peoples from competing as equals in the national and global
economies (Howard 1993). Dove has argued that even if such projects
achieve economic success, politically powerful and strategically located
intermediaries are likely to assume control of the resulting profits (1993).
Drawing on data from Southeast Asia, Dove challenged the common
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that the clearing of forests results in rural poverty (1993). According to
him, conservation initiatives should be directed toward the governments
that determine forest policy, rather than at rural communities.
The case study presented here helps to place these arguments in per-
spective. The people of the Lakekamu River Basin do not live in a
secluded enclave of “gift relations” that is independent of capitalist rela-
tions of production or the influence of the state. Settlement patterns in the
basin have long been oriented around state-controlled resources and
other economic activities. Whereas Escobar assumed that local communi-
ties would resist incorporation into larger economic systems (1995), the
people of the Lakekamu River Basin seek greater access to and participa-
tion in the national economy, although on their own terms. For some of
them this participation means the chance to supplement subsistence pro-
duction, while for others, it translates into support for large-scale re-
source extraction projects that may transform their economic and politi-
cal position within the state.
Local land tenure has strong legal protection in Papua New Guinea,
which means that resource owners must approve logging projects (Lynch
and Alcorn 1994). Although it is important, as Dove advised (1993),
to seek state-level reform of forest policies, resource owners in Papua
New Guinea have veto power over logging projects, and it is therefore
imperative to strengthen their hand as well. This objective can be
achieved in part by increasing their options. Given that most integrated
conservation and development projects attempt to diversify local econo-
mies, rather than focus on a single cash crop or product, they may be less
vulnerable to outside control than Dove suggested (1993). It is also mis-
leading to assume that such projects are driven entirely by commercial
objectives, because villagers are often interested in improved health care,
education, transportation, and other services in addition to increased
incomes.
Even the dangers posed to local ways of knowing must be contextual-
ized. Historically, these were not closed systems of knowledge; one might
ask, for example, how the mountain-dwelling Kurija applied their taxo-
nomic schema to lowland flora and fauna after migrating to lower alti-
tudes. Although the threats to indigenous belief systems are real, the
people living in the basin already draw on multiple and competing dis-
courses on nature and the environment. Children may learn Linnean prin-
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may listen to biblical parables about the relationship between humans
and nature in church, but these new perspectives do not necessarily
replace or diminish the old (Fife 1995; Robbins 1995). Many of the
inhabitants of the basin have visited urban centers such as Kerema, Wau,
and Port Moresby, watched movies on video, and read newspapers and
books that address questions about the environment, economics, and
development. Science and ethnoscience should not always be seen as
opposed, rather than potentially complementary.
Along with competing historical narratives and contested claims to
resources, debates about alternative environmental futures have become
central to discussions among local inhabitants about development possi-
bilities in the Lakekamu River Basin. The solution to the dilemmas of cul-
tural survival in the face of change is not to disengage from broader
political and economic processes, but to enhance local autonomy, so that
the inhabitants of the basin may formulate their own plans for managing
the critical intersection between the environment and the economy.6 The
integrated conservation and development project sponsored by Conserva-
tion International is intended to provide the residents of the Lakekamu
River Basin with the information and resources that they need in order to
chart their own environmental future.
Moreover, criticism of integrated conservation and development
projects should be tempered by subjecting large-scale resource extraction
projects to similar scrutiny. Here I can only raise questions for other
studies to address: Do large-scale development projects deliver benefits to
members of affected communities that are commensurate with the scope
and scale of their environmental impact? Is the compensation to local
communities distributed equitably among community members, or does it
exacerbate existing inequalities and magnify differences associated with
gender, generation, and education? Does the environmental impact of
these projects jeopardize the stable subsistence base of local communities,
thus increasing their reliance on outside agencies? The success of inte-
grated conservation and development projects should be measured against
alternative scenarios involving large-scale logging and mining operations
owned by multinational corporations.
Finally, conservation programs need not be exclusive propositions. The
projects sponsored by Conservation International will not displace other,
small-scale economic ventures in the Lakekamu River Basin, which range
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marketing of other produce in urban markets, to the potential exploita-
tion of small ore-bodies. Such projects should build on local experiences
and resources, rather than promoting rapid, dramatic change (Kottak
1990). Conservation organizations can assist resource owners with the
creation of land and resource management plans which ensure that eco-
nomic undertakings are consonant with the conservation and develop-
ment objectives of local residents. This would allow community members
to continue to manage their own resources in the more complex economic
circumstances of the present.
Conclusions
More forests have been cleared for timber, and more ore mined during the
two decades of independence in Papua New Guinea than during the pre-
vious century of colonial control. The resulting ecological and social
problems have been well documented, including the ongoing military
confrontation over Bougainville (Connell 1991), environmental degrada-
tion downstream from the Ok Tedi Mine (Hyndman 1994; Kirsch 1989;
nd; Jorgensen and Johnston 1994), and the ecological disruption caused
by massive logging projects throughout the country. With no clear politi-
cal breakthrough on the horizon in the formulation and implementation
of environmental policy in Papua New Guinea, it is imperative that alterna-
tives to large-scale resource extraction projects be considered.
Are integrated conservation and development programs an effective
substitute for large logging and mining projects? The question resonates
strongly throughout Melanesia, where the response of local communities
to logging and mining companies that seek to exploit their natural re-
sources is consistently linked to the presence or absence of other eco-
nomic opportunities. Villages located in remote areas often feel that their
needs have been neglected by government authorities, whom they charge
with the responsibility for bringing rural development to their communi-
ties (Schieffelin 1995). Logging and mining companies typically promise
to assist local businesses, develop transportation infrastructure, and im-
prove social services, in addition to providing royalties and other cash
payments. When such offers represent the only tangible development
prospects available, the companies are sometimes seen as allies who can
provide benefits that the government has failed to deliver (Jackson 1992).
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much” and “nothing at all.” The economic opportunities promoted by
integrated conservation and development programs can provide rural
communities with an intermediate alternative.
For such programs to succeed, however, local participation must be
secured at the outset, so that the values and goals of local communities
are incorporated into project planning (Little 1994; although see also
Rahnema 1993). Ideally, the initial idea for the project should come
directly from the resource owners themselves (Regenvanu, Wyatt, and
Tacconi, this volume). Regional histories and political relationships affect
the reception of conservation initiatives, and these should be understood
before the boundaries of conservation areas are fixed on planning maps.
Sensitivity to these issues is particularly important in Melanesia, where
the small scale of political and cultural groups often results in conflict
over land and resource rights. Finally, if a small but powerful faction of
the community opposes conservation and development initiatives because
they may impede their own economic plans, the most effective means of
response is to strengthen local political forums for collective decision-
making.
Despite their potential, there are legitimate concerns that conservation
programs will be co-opted for other ends. Project objectives may be
unduly influenced by the fund-raising directives of conservation organiza-
tions, or compromised by the political demands of a host country. Several
conservation projects in Melanesia are supported by transnational corpo-
rations operating large-scale resource extraction projects, and such col-
laboration does not always work to the advantage of local communities.
Alliances between indigenous people and international conservation orga-
nizations may depend in part on western constructions of what it means
to be “native,” ultimately undermining the political position of local com-
munities (Conklin and Graham 1995). While the objectives of the two
groups may temporarily overlap, “environmentalists’ primary goal is to
promote sustainable systems of natural resource management [whereas]
indigenous peoples ultimately seek self-determination and control over
their own resources” (Conklin and Graham 1995, 703). While integrated
conservation and development programs may expand the options and
thereby enhance the autonomy of local communities, they are by no
means a panacea.
Furthermore, as Howard has argued, it would be unreasonable to
kirsch • the lakekamu river basin project 113expect that integrated conservation and development programs could
completely replace logging and mining in the Pacific (1993; see also
Saulei, this volume). The needs of national governments for revenue are
too great, and the low intensity of such projects means that they can con-
tribute little to state coffers. Nonetheless, such initiatives may facilitate a
better balance between large-scale extraction projects and small-scale
alternatives (Howard 1993). As such, integrated conservation and devel-
opment programs are only one part of the solution to the environmental
degradation caused by logging and mining. It therefore remains impera-
tive that public pressure continue to be brought to bear on these indus-
tries regarding their environmental impact, including the call for stricter
enforcement of existing environmental laws (Kirsch nd), as well as cam-
paigns to influence the transnational corporations that invest in and man-
age such operations (Kirsch 1993).
Integrated conservation and development programs constitute a partial
and somewhat imperfect antidote to the ravages of logging and mining in
Melanesia. Yet there is considerable merit in this situation. As the papers
in this volume illustrate, the southwest Pacific has reached a critical junc-
ture in its environmental history. It is not feasible to wait for the advent of
political and economic reform, or imagined ecological utopias. As Wright
has recently argued, “for too long, externally promoted ‘ideal’ ap-
proaches to conservation have been supported at the expense of practical
local solutions” (1995, 30). It is time to experiment with alternatives to
massive resource extraction projects, and integrated conservation and
development projects represent a valuable option.7
Long-term cultural survival for indigenous people is closely related to
their ability to maintain a stable subsistence base and control over their
territory (Maybury-Lewis 1988, 381; see also Gewertz and Errington
1991, 202–209). As active and willing participants in the state of Papua
New Guinea, the inhabitants of the Lakekamu River Basin do not find
isolation an attractive proposition. Like those of many other indigenous
communities located in rural areas, their current economic options are
somewhat limited. Individuals may leave the basin to enter the wage
economy in urban areas, although the surplus of unskilled labor in the
cities makes this option quite risky. Alternatively, inhabitants of the basin
may auction off its resources to the highest bidder, a practice that would
ultimately lead to the destabilization of their resource base, possibly forc-
ing them from their land. A third course of action, which might be facili-
114 the contemporary pacific • spring 1997tated in part by conservation and development initiatives, is for the
inhabitants of the basin to develop ways to transform their labor and nat-
ural resources into capital without compromising the long-term stability
of their natural environment.
Integrated conservation and development programs may provide indig-
enous communities with information and economic opportunities that
will enable them to better manage their own land and resources. The nat-
ural environment can then serve as a protected space within which these
communities can productively respond to the challenges they face as a
result of their increased and inevitable participation in the state and the
world system.
* * *
Fieldwork in July–August, 1995 was jointly supported by a Mount Holyoke
College faculty research fellowship and Conservation International. I am
indebted to Bruce Beehler for the invitation to join the Conservation Interna-
tional research team in the Lakekamu River Basin, and to Cosmas Makamet,
who worked with me during my stay. Susan Diegalman and Carrie Gervais pro-
vided valuable research assistance in South Hadley and Ann Arbor. For their
helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper, I would like to thank Kath-
leen Barlow, Bruce Beehler, Charles Burg, Colin Filer, Melissa Johnson, Cosmas
Makamet, Lynn Morgan, Janet Richards, John Sengo, Buck Schieffelin, Michael
French Smith, and Tim Werner. In particular, I am grateful to the people of the
Lakekamu River Basin for talking to me about the problems they face, as well as
their aspirations for the future. I take sole responsibility for the information and
interpretations presented here. This article should not be used in court proceed-
ings regarding title to land or resources.
Notes
1. Conservation International cosponsors integrated conservation and devel-
opment projects in the Lakekamu River Basin (Gulf and Central Provinces,
PNG), New Britain (PNG), and Makira Island (Solomon Islands); the World
Wide Fund for Nature sponsors programs in the Hunstein Range (East Sepik,
PNG) and the Kikori River Basin (Gulf and Southern Highlands, PNG); the
Papua New Guinea Department of Environment and Conservation and the
United Nations Development Program directed a project in New Ireland (PNG)
until 1996; the Nature Conservancy is working on Arnavon Island (Solomon
kirsch • the lakekamu river basin project 115Islands); and Conservation Melanesia contributes to a number of community-
based conservation and development programs throughout Papua New Guinea.
2. Conservation International was founded in 1987 and is based in Washing-
ton, dc. It has field projects in twenty-two countries focusing on the conserva-
tion of ecosystems and biological diversity, with an emphasis on building local
capacity for natural resource management through integrated conservation and
development projects, small business development, ecotourism, and the for-
mation of multipurpose conservation areas. The Foundation for the Peoples of
the South Pacific, PNG, was established in Port Moresby in 1968 and is involved
in a range of village development and conservation projects, including village
theater, education outreach, ecoforestry, site-sustainable agriculture, and sustain-
able development.
3. Beehler described his experiences in the Lakekamu River Basin during
the course of several expeditions to conduct ornithological research (1991,
191–205). 
4. On the Mekeo, see Hau‘ofa (1981); Mosko (1985); Stephens (1994).
5. Beetles and butterfly larvae are purchased by the Wau Ecology Institute for
about 25 toea apiece (approximately us$0.20), while preserved and mounted
specimens sell for as much as us$100 overseas. 
6. Escobar wrote positively about “cultural hybridity” as an alternative to the
kinds of social and cultural relations reproduced through development processes
(1995, 217–226).
7. Incremental agroforestry, as discussed by Clarke and Thaman (this vol-
ume), is another example of a partial, but promising, strategy for counterbalanc-
ing deforestation. Support for the planting of indigenous tree species with local
use value or economic utility can also be productively incorporated into inte-
grated conservation and development projects.
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Abstract
Can integrated conservation and development programs, which combine com-
mercial ventures with conservation initiatives, help to preserve the forests of
Melanesia? Can conservation and development programs enable rural communi-
ties to better manage their land and resources in the face of rapid economic
change? This paper explores these questions through discussion of an integrated
conservation and development project sponsored by Conservation International
in the Lakekamu River Basin of southeastern Papua New Guinea. The project
encompasses land and resources belonging to four different cultural groups, a sit-
uation not uncommon in Melanesia, and the paper analyzes how regional histo-
ries and contemporary political relations have affected its implementation. The
paper also responds to several critical assessments of integrated conservation and
development programs by considering the ways in which the project may affect
the people of the Lakekamu River Basin.
keywords: conservation, Conservation International, development, Lakekamu
River Basin, Papua New Guinea.
